O ccupational health nurses and managers have concern for improving quality, documenting regulatory compliance, and reducing costs. These concerns make it essential that occupational health nurses become savvy about information technology, and devise ways to obtain the appropriate computerization tools as well. Sometimes that entails better understanding of the use and power of information technology to argue for the resource. It certainly means having a vision.
Information technology is a resource and an asset, not just an overhead expense. In fact, to view information as an expense is to completely miss the point. Information technology is a powerful tool that enhances the effectiveness of occupational health nurses.
Many business managers now realize information technology is the basis upon which they will survive and compete in their industries. Nurses have to convince them the same is true about employee health information management. In the final analysis, the question for occupational health nurses is not whether to computerize; it is, "How can nurses lead the way?"
An understanding of what information technology can achieve when applied to occupational health can mobilize nurses to argue successfully for computerization. Information technology offers these application opportunities in occupational health: • Documentation. • Task automation.
• Information platforms for decision support, program evaluation, and behavior modification.
Information technology is a powerful tool that enhances the effectiveness of occupational health nurses.
DOCUMENTATION Documentation is simply data handling, or entering the required facts. Documentation is essential to satisfying regulatory and professional requirements, but it also is the mechanism by which nurses remember what has been done and what remains to be done.
For ease of implementation, electronic documentation initially can be combined with manual procedures as an incremental approach to computerization. For example, injury occurrence can be entered on a simple spread sheet, like Lotus 1-2-3. The important aspect here is not that the nurse learn Lotus, but that the information be documented in a manner that will be available later in a usable format. The nurse's role is to recognize the importance of information and manage it.
Documentation can be as comprehensive and as complex as integrating all occupational health and safety information on a local network system, accessible to all members of the multidisciplinary team. In other words, the amount of health information documented in the computer system can be limited or unlimited, disseminated and managed. How-ever, designing the documentation format is important to the future value of the information.
When computerizing, nurses usually want unlimited nursing notes fields to document observations and actions. However, open copy fields (word processing) are really electronic manual documentation. The data cannot be used to surface trends or automatically identify problems. Its use is limited to reading by each person who wants to know about it. Concl usions are drawn only after each reader reads all the notes. Of course, the conclusions will bear the bias of the reader. On the other hand, specific information elements set in a data base format allow instant, powerful information analysis on accumulated data.
An example of an open copy field is an entry such as, "The employee was referred to Dr. Smith, orthopedist." Instead, a more valuable data base alternative would be, "Referral to: Dr. Smith; Specialty: Orthopedist." Only the "Dr. Smith" and "Orthopedist" are entered by the nurse. The system is designed to recognize the specific data fields and the fact that they refer to the physician and the physician's specialty. Later, a report might list all referrals to Dr. Smith or the number of referrals to orthopedists. Thus, data are collected so they can be combined and reorganized later to generate new information.
TASK AUTOMATION
The second broad application category is work process support or task automation. Most nurses are seeking task automation when they consider computenzmg. Functions such as setting tickler files (or diaries) for follow ups, examinations, surveillance, or other activities fall into this category. Automatic printing of mandated reports such as the state first report of injury or illness, or the OSHA 200 report, monitoring lost or modified work, and organizing work and accurately retrieving information from many records at one time are all examples of task automation capability.
Task automation is appealing because it saves time and avoids repetitive, sometimes mindless, paper intensive activities. However, management may not be compelled by an argument that the nurse's time can be saved, at least not enough to justify expenditures. The "saves time" argument raises a question about how nurses then will spend their time. The benefits of redirected nurse time must be measured in terms of cost savings to the company.
INFORMATION POTENTIAL
The third major application category for information technology is an emerging awareness in all ind ustries-a new appreciation of information potential. It is the art of leveraging information to gain assistance in decision support and outcome evaluation, and for behavior modifi-
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cation. These are uncommon rationale, and when understood, they produce the most valuable and measurable financial gains for the organization.
Set in this context, computer expenditures satisfy management needs rather than nurses' needs, and will lead to a more successful argument. The following are some brief examples.
When data are collected in a well designed data base, the outputs (reports) convert the data to information upon which management decisions can be based. Data elements alone do not surface problems or pinpoint problems; nor do manual systems organize data in this fashion, at least within practical time limits.
Decision support is a concept understood by management in making decisions about resource allocation. Expanding on the earlier example, if data about physicians are organized by injury type and include time loss information, subsequent use of spe-cialists might be an information supported recommendation and decision.
Another benefit, behavior modification, is available by means of supervisor and manager concurrent information feedback to create a sentinel effect, thereby directing and focusing attention to specific safety or important health matters. Similarly, information can be used to review communicate, and positively impact the work of claims adjustors and providers.
In summary; a hierarchy of rationale exists for acquiring and using information technology. Task automation has value, but not as an argument for computerization expenditures. Information technology wisely applied to decision support, outcome evaluation, and behavior modification can be used as leverage to enhance the occupational health nurse's impact on the organization. Whether to computerize is not the issue anymore. The issue for nurses is developing the vision, strategizing the rationale, and leading the way.
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